Women in Germany can have it all, it seems. They can have seven children, as many pets, a Mr Right, and a brilliant career crowned with a government appointment. Well, at least one woman can, namely the Federal minister for family and youth, Ursula von der Leyen. Since she was appointed last November, von der Leyen has been showing off her own biography as an example for all. Only slowly, if ever, it seems to have dawned on her that most of the more than 40 million females in the Federal Republic might not be able or indeed willing to copy her example.
Statistics show that life for the other 40 million is very different from hers. In her age group (birth years 1956-61) more than 20 per cent of women, and around a third of those with a university degree, have remained childless, bringing the reproduction rate down to an unsustainable level between 1.3 and 1.4 children per woman. Of those who have children under six, more than half stay at home, demonstrating that, in reality, they cannot have it all.
As a result of the consistently low reproduction rate, the traditional pyramid of age distribution is already bulging in the middle and is soon going to be standing on its tip. The social security system traditionally based on the 'contract between Even though the world's human population is still growing faster than it should for the sake of our planet, the decline of fertility rates in many countries is already creating problems that nobody planned for. Michael Gross reports.
Absent babies in a crowded world
the generations' is headed for a spectacular crash, and, as yet, there is no real solution in sight.
Germany's problem is just the tip of an iceberg that stretches across much of Europe. In the latest EU statistics, Germany's birth rate of 8.5 births per 1000 inhabitants per year undercuts Poland (9.3), Italy (9.7) and Austria (9.7). Throughout the wealthier nations, it can be observed that prosperity seems to curb people's enthusiasm for reproduction. While population politics may have had some modest success in France and in Scandinavian countries, there is no clear recipe that could help politicians to steer the mating behaviour of their citizens within sustainable limits.
Meanwhile in China, one of the few countries where policy has had a significant impact on fertility rates, the success Room for a view: Birth rates are declining dramatically in many European countries and elsewhere other pressures are distorting population structures. (Picture: Photolibrary.)
Features
of the famous one-child policy, which Deng introduced in 1979, may be beginning to backfire. Economic analysts now fear that, if the officially reported fertility rate of 1.2 children per woman is correct, the side-effects of a greying society will kick in earlier than anticipated. Reports suggest that the dependency rate, i.e. the number of children and pensioners per 100 workforce, may reach 50 per cent in 2030, putting an end to the current period of economic growth before the country has caught up with the West. In a Bloomberg report, Andy Mukherjee warns that "it is difficult for a developing nation to get rich after its population has already grown old.."
However, there is the possibility that China isn't aging quite as fast yet, as the cultural preference for boys, combined with the onechild policy, may have led people to under-report female births. If the real fertility rate is closer to 2, the prospects are rosier for the investors who have placed their bets on the continued success of the Chinese economy, even though they might be bleaker for the environment and the future of an already crowded planet. Of the current world population of 6.6 billion people, China's share amounts to over 1.3 billion.
Runner-up India (1.1 billion) has its very own, different set of population problems. Population policy is set by the federal states, and some of them use strict measures to encourage a family planning limited to two children per family.
Strong cultural preferences for male offspring, combined with the widespread access to ultrasound scanners have led to an epidemic of selective abortion of female fetuses, a practice which apparently continues to this day even though it was explicitly made illegal in 1994. In a recent study of one million Indian households, Prabhat Jha from the University of Toronto has calculated that over the 20 years since ultrasound scanning was made available (around 1985) , there were 10 million fewer female births than anticipated. Conspicuously, the gender ratios of second births in families that already have one girl were found to drop to 759 girls per 1000 boys, and they drop even lower in third births.
Jha comments: "Remarkably, the gap in missing females is about twice as large among highly educated mothers as in illiterate families." Stricter law enforcement is one of the obvious measures, but, even if they escape selective abortion, unwanted girls face a higher mortality. While the precise causes remain to be uncovered, it appears that lower feeding to girls and lower uptake of vaccination programs are contributing factors.
When the gender-selected babies grow up, the case of the The sleepy Welsh town of Hay-on-Wye came to life last month with its annual literary festival, now the most highprofile in the UK, also providing a platform for several heavyweight scientific messages.
Humanity has reached a "defining moment" in our dominion over the planet and our ability to destroy it, according to a keynote talk by the head of the Royal Society, Britain's premier scientific institution. "The 21 st century is the first in the Earth's history where one species has our planet's future in its hands and could jeopardise life's immense potential," Martin Rees said.
He said scientific advances had made it much easier for individuals to commit devastating acts of terror on a much greater scale than 9/11, using for example biological weapons.
"In a global village there will always be global village idiots. And with this power, just one could be too many," he said. "These might not be fundamentalists, but those with the mentality of a computer virus designer or arsonist," he added.
"Even a single person will have the capacity to cause massive disruption through error or through terror. We are kidding ourselves if we think that technical education leads to balanced rationality." Potential bio-or cyber-terrorists were much harder to keep track of than nuclear weapons proliferation without intense surveillance, he said.
His lecture, entitled "Twenty-First Century Science: Hopes, Fears and Ethical Challenges", was introduced by broadcaster Jon Snow. Rees A literary festival in Wales has provided a platform for some tough scientific messages. Nigel Williams reports.
Crunch time
Defining moment: Martin Rees, president of the Royal Society, high lights global challenges. (Photo: Royal Society.) missing girls will of course turn into a case of surplus males, and the overall reproduction rate will be limited by the atypically small number of women. As it is now 20 years since the use of ultrasound scanners became common, the secondary problems resulting from the gender imbalance are only now beginning to emerge.
In this respect, as always, Germany's "mother of the nation" von der Leyen has set a shining example. In her flock of seven children there are five girls.
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